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AMMAN, Jordan—A high-level
political assassination and veiled
Syrian threats have chipped away at
Chairman Yasser Arafat’s recently
reasserted leadership over the Pal-
estine Liberation, Orgamzat}on

- This  continuing erosion. of -
Arafat’s authority is in turn under-
mining hopes that Arafat and Jor- .-
dan’s King Hussein will be able to ..
reach agreement on a joint nego-.
tiating plan that would give new life
to President Reagan’s stalled 1982 "
Middie East peace plan, which
seeks to wed ]orda’uan and Pales-
tinian interests in negotxauons with -
Israel.

The procedural victory Arafat
won in November by convening the

. Palestine National Council here in
defiance of ob)ectxons by Synan-

backed dissidents was followed in '
December by the shooting of Fahd
Kawasmeh, a key moderate on the
PLO Executive Committee who had
pressed for the Amman meeting.:
The Dec. 29 killing appeared a
*..clear warning against renewed Jor- |
danian-Palestinian "efforts to. work
out a negotiating position, and since |

|

the assassination, !

H?AELV\%IS- doubts- - have been (
raised that Arafat and '

. Kussein alone can work out a united
" ‘stand without Syria’s approval.
Such pessimism;-.in turn, rein- |
" forces the sense of stalemate in ef- }
forts to begin talks with Israel over:!
the future of the West Bank. There
is a perception among Arabs that
the United States is indifferent to |
any renewed Middle East peace: |
initiative. Falling il prices have .
blunted the Arabs’ main diplomatic
weapon; “meanwhile : they assume :

that Israel’s weak:c coalmon govern- l
ment is unable to accept compro- :
_ mises to get talks started. -~ -

At what many Palestinians de- -
scribe as a very dangerous time and
the PLO’s lowest ebb, the feud be- |
tween Arafat and Syrian President

“mospherics,”
.remarked, “but produced no move-

fact'ons he backs fuels doubts about

~ Arafat’s effectiveness. The Pales-

tine 'National Council meeting in

- Amman is interpreted in retrospect

as less 2 mandate to negotiate with

. Jordan than a dangerous challenge

to Syria.
Palestinians in and out of the

j;:PLO }ordaman officials and diplo-
- mats again question Arafat’s ability
' to reach a joint posmon with Jordan.

The' national couricil, a kind of

.. -parliament-in-exile, was"“great at-.
one western dxplomat

ment.”

* Symptomatic of the gloom here is
the realization that the now-formal-
ized split between pro- and anti-
Arafat forces has increased pres-

sure on Arafat to be seen acting

decisively.
““I'm not talking about taking back °

_ the West Bank tomorrow,” a prom-

inent West Bank intellectual said |
with a wistful smile, “but Arafat has

- got to show that he can make some-

thing work, not just more words,
and within a few weeks not

. months.”

Yet, neither Jordaman nor Pal-‘
estinian leaders here expect an out-
come of their own exploratory talks
on a joint approach to Israel before
two or three months. ° ) |
_..That leisurely pace is- under- l
standable given the complexity of |
the negotiations and the failure of
similar talks two years ago con-
ducted in generally more posmve_

- circumstances.

“The king still thinks he can pull
it' off,” a diplomat said, “but I'm
skeptical unless Arafat is willing to |
settle for an awful lot less than he’s

~ ever said he will.” -

“The king keeps msxstmg on a

|

i

joint Palestuuan-]ordaman deiega-E

tion and keeping the defense and
foreign affairs portfolio in a confed-

erated state,” he said. “That seems .
to leave not much beyond an hon-»
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“Both sides stress ‘the need to
make haste slowly to such an extent
~ that cynics -speculate’ they hope
some unpredictable event will al--
leviate their plight or at least dis-
“tract attention from it.

Into this process are injected the .
fears caused by Kawasmeh'’s assas-
smanon

Kawasmeh is beheved to be the
 first Executive Committee member
kitled by fellow Arabs. .

‘The former mayor of Hebron on
‘the West Bank, he was deported by
Israel in 1980 for pro-Palestinian i
activities. He was recently elected |
to the Executive' Committee, the '
inner sanctum of the PLO, and was
instrumental in persuading Arafat
to convene the national council in
Amman without further delay to '
commit-the PLO to negotiations in i

- full view of the West Bank televi- !
sion audience.

As far as is known, Kawasmeh s
killers have not  been definitely
identified or arrested, But Khali]
Wazir, Arafat’s top aide, also known
as Abu Jihad, charged In an inter-

. view that the assassination had
. been directed from Damascus by

" Brig. Mohammed Khouli, head of -
Syrian Air Force intelligence. <

Wazir saw no possible xmprove-’
ment of relations with Syria “in the
immediate period.” He said Syria |
~had “declared war on PLO legality ”
his term for the Palestine National
. Council and Executive. Committee,
He said he expected that Syria “will .
continue its attacks and assassina-
tions in the coming months.” :

But he pledged that “on our side
we will not be drawn into a lake of
blood” by ordermg reprisal assas-"
sinations against the Syrian-backed -
 Palestinian dissidents he accused in ;
Kawasmeh’s murder.

Wazir dismissed as “somethmg :
we -~ expected” Assad’s’ implied -
threat Jast week to withdraw Syrian
recogmtlon of the renewed PLO
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~ Hafez Assad and the Palestinian. orary title for Arafat
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